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The Portici Ham 

Nicola Severino (Koccasecca. Italy) 



The illustralion of a portable sundial in the fcrm 
of a ham (Figure 1) is often found in gnomonic 
books. Most dialists are aware of it, but few 
knowthe irue hislory behind it. The first reliabie 
account of this type of sundial was contained in 
tne third book in the series The lilustrated 
Anttquities of Herculaneum, published in Naples 

in 1762.. 

The authors of the book stateci that they treaied 
the sundial as previously unknown because no 
one before had seen a true sketch of ihe 
sundial. nor an exact description The 
Neapolitan authors 1 description was intended lo 
correa the erroneous account published in the 
famous Encyclopédie ou Dtctionnaire Raisonnè 
des Sciences, des Arts, et des Metiers... by 
Diderot and d'Alembert, which is full of errors 
and approximations . 





Fig. 1 The Portici Ham as illustrated in most 
modem fcooks. 



The autnor of the article "Gnomonique" in the 
Viith volume or the Encyclopédie attempted lo 
give some idea of ine sundial in the forni of a 
ham and wrote: 

A portatile sundial has Deen found tn the ruìns of 
Herculaneum. This dia! is round and in the Form 
ofa sleeve. above which is a ring, which serves, 
without dcubl, to suspend the sundial as 
desired. Ali the instrument is of metal, and a little 
convex on tts two surfaces. On cne side is a 
toot/wd styiet, which is about the fourth pad of 
the dìameter oft/ie instrument. One ofthese two 



surtaces. which one can regard as the superior 
surface, is totaHy covered m Silver, and aivided 
by twelve paratie! lines which uso form small 
slightly hollow squares. The six tast squares, 
which aro terminated by the lower pari of the 
circumference of a croio, are disposed as one 
can see. and conlain the folhwhg characters, 
which are the the first letters of the names of 
each monlh: 

iun.ma.apmafe.ia 
iu.av.se.oc.no.de 

The woy in which these months are ananged is 
remarkablo in that it is e boustropheoOn 
[alternate lines wrtten right to left and loft to 
rìght as though ploughing with oxenj. 

This is a brief extract of Ine text in the 
Encyclopédie. The Neapolitan authors of the 
book uiustrated Antìqulties of Herculaneum 
vigorously disagreed with this text, thus giving 
us ali the appearance of a real gnomonic 
dispute. 

I cannot atlempt to translate literally the 
contents of this centuries-cld work. but i wili 
comment upon some cf tts principal poinls. 

The auttior or tne article in the Encyclopédie has 
extracted his Informaiion troni faulty sources 
which lead him to a number of inaccuracies. 
The two surfaces of the sundial are not convex 
or concave, but like those of a ham. The style or 
gnomon is not a piece of the broken tail of the 
ham, and it does not nave teelh. Not only the 
superior surface is of Silver, but the sundial is 
entireiy of Silver. It is also untrue that this 
superior surface is dlvlded by twelve parallel 
lines that form small squares. In faci mere are 
fourteen lines, of which 7 are slraighl and 
parallel. The other seven lines are neither 
straight nor parallel. and are composed of 
curves which are variably inclined. The months 
of the year are not disposed by a whim of the 
designer in the bouslrophedon form. In fact, this 
beìng a sundial makmg use ot the altitude ol the 
sun, it is inscribed ror hatf the sriadows whose 
lengths, when the Sun is in the beginning of the 
zodiae, have been reprcsented accorfling to 
gnomonic rules from seven vertica* and parallel 
lines. As the aulhor had introduced [he tail of 



7Tu Compemfìum -t/oCume 4 ?Cum6er2 June 1997 'Page 23 



the ham as the gnomon on the left hand side, he 
necessarily had to place ori the right the shorter 
shadow of the solstice of Capricorn, le. the first 
or the ascending signs; and on the left at the 
beginning, the solstice or the Crab. i.e. the tirsi 
of the descending signs. He tells of having 
made the sketch of this sundial in the year 1 754, 
when ìt was not discovered until 11 Juno 1755 in 
the excavations of Herculaneum and not at 
Portici. According to this the sundial should be 
calied the "Ham of Ercolano"' [Ham of 
Herculaneum] 

it appeare as if the same article was publlstied 
in a book Monumenta Peloponneso, complete 
with ali the aforernentionetì errors. probably 
being a collation tìenVed from the Encyclcpèdie 

After having outlined ali the assertions of the 
French author and declared most of theni to be 
false, the Neapoiitan authors illustrateci the 
sundial with ali lls pecullanties from an 
oxamination of the actual sundial. Also ihey 
pointed out that the use of this sundial is 
identical to that of ari aKitude sundial, and it is 
suspended vertically with the acting pad of the 
gnomon in line with the sun. as with a 
Shepherd's sundial. 

The sundial was made by a Roman artist lor use 
at e latitude of 41* 39' 45". From this the authors 
tried to obtain the year of construction, 
calculating the obliquity of the ecliptic, from 
which they concluded that the sundial had been 
made about 28 AD. The authors hypothesized 
that the form of the sundial resulted frcm the 
maKers wish to commemorate the tarnily name 
of ihe person thai commissioned it. I wish to 
draw attention, finally to the superfioality and 
approximations of the illustrations given in 
modem books in comparison with that (Figure 3} 
provided by the authors of Illustrateci AntìquUes 
of Herculaneum, whose accurate illustration is 
apparently unknown to the majority of dialists. 
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THE USE OF THE PORTICI HAM 

The Portici Ham is an attilude dial Its gnomon 
is the tail of the ham on one side be cause the 
dial in use does not face the sun; it is oriented 
so the side faces the sun as shown m Figure 2 




The vertical lines correspond to lines of 
declinaticn of the Sun at the beginning of the 
zodiacal sign. The tiiagonat lines are those of 
the twelve temporary tiours. At the start from 
ihe highest to the Icwest oart, the second line 
coincides to the Hora Prima (1}. from sunnse 
the third line corresponds to the end of the Hora 
Secunda (2), the fourth line to the Hora Tedia 
(3), the finti to the Hora Quarta (4). tho sixth to 
the Hora Quinta (5). the seventh to the Hora 
Sexta (6) 

The hour is read as with a norma! altitude 
sundial, when the tip of the shadow of the 
gnomon touches the line, or the next point of the 
day on which the observation is made. 

Durino 'he sun's daily journey. the shadow of the 
gnomon {the tail) descends from the Hora Prima 
line to the Hora Sexta. and in the afternoon it 
rises, passing the hour lines Hora Settima (7), 
octava (8), Nona (9), Decima (10), Unidecima 
(11) and Duodecima (12). The gnomon is 
adjustable and is placed wheie ihe point of the 
shadow touches the line of declination of the 
Sun corresponding to the day of the 
observations. This allows the immediate reading 
of the hours As atready mentioned. the sundial 
must be oriented so that the side of the dial 
taces Ihe sun (not the face ) . 
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Part of me gnomon was missing in Irte originai 
sundial. Tne aulhors of Pittura Antiche 
d'Ercoleno reconslruaeo me missing piece 
which is shown in Figure 3. Thelr lests showed 
that Ihe readings of the sundial were precise, 
except that on Seconda and Terlia hour lines 



there was ai equal degroe of 
approximating to about 3 mimrtes. 



ini precisi o n 



Nicola Severino 

Via Lazio 6, Roccasecca Stazione (FR) 

03030 italy 





Fig. 3 From the engraved coppo- piate illustrata given by the Neapolitan a.thors in .he thira DooK of 
■ _ «lustrateci Artiquities of Herculaneum. 1762. 
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A Tove Q uiz From Jeff Miller 

burthpTnl y ^ Uni S ,y,S tra ? sl ( a,ÌOn ° f Jabbe,wocK y « leam of the propensìty of toves to 
build the.r nests under sundials. (Compendiarti 1:3, Aug. 1994} But vino first translaterì 
the passage? And who lived beneath the sundials before the toves? ^nslated 

Jeff Miller, P.O. Box 169. Roselle Park NJ 07204 
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